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c?The Development o f American Agricu lture.
The welfare o f a nation depends upon the equal development o f it s  
industries. The d iffe ren t occupations are "becoming more and more de­
pendent on each other as d iv is ion  o f labor progresses. They a l l  f in a l ly  
depend on agricu lture to a great extent, although agriculture could 
not reach its  highest development without the others. Agriculture is  
the occupation in which a larger number o f the American people are 
engaged than fo llow  any other ca llin g  and is ,  d ire c t ly  or in d irec t ly , 
the source o f nearly 80^ o f the exports o f the country..
There was some agriculture in America before i t  was discovered by 
the Europeans. Three classes o f aborigines inhabited i t .  The most en­
lightened o f these had been in what is  now Mexico, Central America, and 
the N. W. part o f South America. They bu ilt th e ir houses o f stone or 
unburnt brich, and were devoted large ly  to horticu ltu re. The most sav­
age class roved on the regions north and south of th is . They dwelt in 
wigwams and got th e ir  l iv in g  by hunting and fish in g . The intermediate 
class was the one with which the whites f i r s t  came in contact. They 
bu ilt huts o f poles and covered them with reeds. They gained a liv in g  
by hunting and practicing agriculture in a rude form, from which the 
early  s e tt le rs  learned some valuable lessons. The Indians had no domes­
t ic  animals, no grains except corn, no cu ltivated  grasses or clovers. 
They raised tobacco and squashes, and as some think potatoes.
American agricu lture is  commonly divided into four periods. The
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f i r s t  period extends from the time o f the f i r s t  settlements hy the 
whites to the close o f the Revolutionary war. During th is  time ag ri­
culture made l i t t l e  progress. The colon ists met with d i f f ic u lt ie s  on 
every hand. The climate was very d iffe ren t from that to which they were 
accustomed, being much hotter in summer and colder in w inter. They were 
in the midst o f a wilderness surrounded by products they knew nothing 
o f. The Indians and w ild beasts were ready to prey upon th e ir  crops and 
stock. Portions o f the s o il  were f e r t i l e ,  but covered with heavy fo r ­
ests. Many o f the colon ists were poor. They had but few too ls  and l i t ­
t l e  knowledge o f agricu lture. At f i r s t  they had no c a tt le , but come 
cows were brought to V irg in ia  in 1607 and other importations follow ed. 
Slaughter was prohibited so the few they had increased rap id ly . In 1620 
there were 500 ca ttle  in the colony; in 1639 they had increased to 
30,000. They were f i r s t  taken to  Plymouth in 1623, and seven years 
la te r  100 more were brought over. About the same time 103 horses and 
ca tt le  were imported from Holland to the Dutch colony in New York. The 
ancestors o f our Texas ca tt le  were brought into the south by the Span­
iards. The stock was poor, i t  being come time before i t  was improved in 
the countries from which i t  came. The ca tt le  and sheep were small and 
very i l l  shaped. Less than two centuries ago the average weight o f the 
ca ttle  sold at the Sm ithfield market was 370 lbs. and that o f sheep 
28 lbs. Now the average weight o f the ca tt le  cold there is  over 800 
lbs. and o f sheep over 80 lbs. Cattle were poorly cared fo r  so while 
they increased in number they grew poorer in qu a lity . In New England
(2 )
common pasture lands were reserved as was the custom in England, hut as 
the ca tt le  were l e f t  to hunt th e ir  liv in g  during the winter many starv 
to death and sometimes an entire herd perished in a single w inter.
Sheep were introduced very early  and increased rap id ly . Nearly every 
farmer raised and spun enough wool to  clothe h is fam ily. The sheep were 
o f in fe r io r  qu a lity , as they were not improved u n til the present cen­
tury. Swine were imported about the same time as sheep, but as they 
were forced to hunt th e ir  liv in g  in the woods they rap id ly degenerated 
Our common horses are descendants o f the Spanish, Dutch, and English.
few thorough breds were imported in the south but l i t t l e  attention 
was given them u n til the present century. Horses were found to be too 
nervous to work w e ll in the timber so oxen were la rge ly  substituted.
The cu ltiva tion  o f crops was small at f i r s t  as the colon ists had 
very few and poor implements. In the Mass, colony i t  was twelve years 
before they possessed a plow. A fter  they were used the man who owned 
one le t  i t  out to his neighbors. Plows remained very rude during the 
whole period, requiring a strong team and three men to run one. For som 
time the only implements these early s e tt le rs  had were a rude plow,
I
spade, s ick le , grubhoe and a clumsy wooden fork . The only material they 
could obtain from which to make th e ir  too ls  was wood and iron made from 
bog ore. In the V irg in ia  colony plows were introduced seven years a fte r  
the f i r s t  settlement was made, but there were no men competent to run 
them.
A fter grain was raised on a larger scale i t  was often allowed to
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get over ripe "before cutting, or spoil in the "barn a fte r  i t  was har­
vested. The crops raised were "both fore ign  and native. Nearly a l l  that 
are raised now to any extent were tr ie d  probably several times during 
th is  period sorghum being the most prominent exception. Wheat was the 
main crop o f V irg in ia  u n til 1648 when tobacco took it s  p lace, and fo r  
some time th is  remained the principa l export. Maize was the great crop 
o f the colon ists as i t  had been o f the Indians, since i t  could be pre­
pared fo r  food in many ways. Rye and corn meal were mixed fo r  bread. 
Cotton was f i r s t  cu ltivated  in 1733. Rice was the principa l crop o f 
Carolina and Georgia. The value o f cu ltivated  grasses was not rea lized  
u n til 1750 and l i t t l e  attention was given them u n til a fte r  the Revolu­
tion .
I t  is  not to be wondered at that agricu lture made so l i t t l e  ad­
vancement during th is  period. England kept the colonies in a state o f 
depression commercially and p o l i t ic a l ly .  Very few industries were a l­
lowed. The l i t t l e  they exported was p rin c ipa lly  tobacco. This had to be 
sent to England. There was l i t t l e  means o f or desire fo r  communication 
so what l i t t l e  they learned had to be gained by experience. Their stock, 
crops and implements were poor and th e ir  knowledge o f agricu lture equal­
ly  so. There were no agricu ltura l papers or books. Less than a dozen 
news papers were published in the whole country p rio r to 1750 and very 
few o f these were read in the rural d is tr ic ts .  Everything tended to 
make the people prejudiced and narrow minded. Slaves were used and th is  
tended to make manual labor seem degrading.
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One great good that came out o f th is  period was the establishment 
o f the American system o f land ownership. Nearly every farmer owned 
the land he worked and did a l l  the work on i t  h im self.
The second period extends from the close o f the Revolutionary war 
to about 1333. With th is  the progress o f agricu lture begins. The colo­
n ists  were in an exceedingly bad condition at f i r s t ,  as the war had put 
agricu lture in a state o f great depression. The stock had been reduced, 
the roads were poor, there were no markets, and they had no established 
form o f government. But the war was not without i t s  good e f fe c ts . I t  
brought the colonies into much closer sympathy and there was a desire 
to lay the foundation fo r  a great nation. A system o f agriculture was 
started which has remained nearly the same to  the present time.
Manufactories became quite extensive. In 1809 there was not a 
single factory  that made agricu ltura l implements. In 1810 a rake fa c ­
tory was started in Mass., and in 1820 there were several that made 
scythes, shovels, axes and hoes. Cast s tee l hoes and shovels were im­
proved and patented, and were also much cheaper. In 1831 cast s tee l 
hoes were worth only #4.50 per dozen, while ten years before iron hoes 
sold fo r  twice that p rice . The greatest improvement in implements dur­
ing th is  period was in the plow, which reached a good degree o f perfec­
tion . To Thos. Jefferson belongs the cred it o f f i r s t  applying mathemat­
ics  to determine the shape o f the mold board. At the beginning of the 
present century plows were made on the farm or by the v i l la g e  black-
(5 )
smith. A fter they were so much improved manufacturing establishments 
were started, and these have been growing larger and fewer in number 
ever since. The cotton-gin was invented in 1794 by E li Whitney. This 
with the improvement o f the crop made the cu ltiva tion  o f cotton so 
p ro fita b le  that the United States took the lead in it s  production.
Horses began to be improved in th is  period. Messenger was imported 
in 1788 a fte r  he had gained some notice on the English tu r f, and many 
good horses are descendants o f him. Racing was forbidden in most o f the 
states. The f i r s t  public tro tt in g  race was held in New York in 1818, 
and a fte r  th is  tro tt in g  was encouraged as i t  was thought to be a useful 
g a it ,  but running was considered gambling. The horses o f America at 
th is  time were poor and many o f them unsound. Mules were la rge ly  used 
in the south as they were found to be more suitable fo r  plantation work.
The ca tt le  had increased in number but were very poor in qu a lity . 
Durhams or Short Horns were brought to New York in 1792 and the next 
year some were taken to Maryland and V irg in ia . A few good ca ttle  
reached Kentucky and Ohio, but l i t t l e  attention was given-them u n til 
near the close o f th is  period.
In 1801 Merinos were more la rge ly  introduced from France and Spain 
and became very popular. The improvement in th is  country has produced 
the American Merino, a d is tin ct and superior type. In 1812 there was a 
great temporary advance in the price  o f sheep, there being very l i t t l e  
wool in the country, and the war caused a great demand fo r  sheep breed­
ing. In 1810 wool sold fo r  #1. per pound; in 1812 fo r  #2.50 per pound
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and a ram lamb fo r  $1000. A fter the war prices diminished g rea tly . In 
1815 pure bred sheep sold fo r  $1. per head and thousands were h ille d  
fo r  th e ir  shins and ta llow . This depression remained to  quite an extent 
u n til the t a r i f f  o f 1828 which led to new importations o f English sheep.
The great need o f bettering the system o f agricu lture was im­
pressed upon some of the most in te llig en t men and the resu lt was the 
establishment o f soc ie ties  fo r  th is purpose. The South Carolina Agri­
cu ltural Society was established in 1784; the Philadelphia in 1785; the 
New Yorh City in 1791; and the Mass, in 1792. These were c ity  rather 
than country organizations and were very slow in reaching the common 
people. Their reports and papers f e l l  comparatively dead upon the ears 
o f the people, as too many o f them do at the present time. A fter a few 
years something more was f e l t  to be needed, and in 1809 the Columbian 
Agricu ltural Society fo r  promoting rural and domestic economy was es­
tablished. Probably the f i r s t  agricu ltu ra l exh ib ition  in th is  country 
was held by th is  society the fo llow ing spring. Out o f th is  grew the 
Berkshire Co. Mass. Agricu ltural Society which held regular exhibitions 
every year and these are believed  to be among the f i r s t  county exhibi­
tions held in th is  country.
Agricu ltural lite ra tu re  began in th is  period. Some books were 
w ritten  and the American Farmer, the f i r s t  American agricu ltura l news 
paper, was published at Baltimore in 1819. The event o f most importance 
was the purchase o f Louisiana in 1803. The country contained 890,615 
sq. mi. at the beginning and over 200,000 sq. mi. at the close o f the
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period. Irani grant s were now coming to th is  country in large number's. 
C ities  were growing to  some s ize , thus producing home market. Commerce 
was getting  quite a s ta rt. Canals were being b u ilt .  Steamers began to 
run on the western lakes and r iv e rs , and the ra ilroad  had just been 
introduced, although there were in 1833 only 380 miles in operation.
The th ird  period extends to the opening o f the C iv il war and is
i
one o f general prosperity . The improvement o f machinery made a marked 
change in agricu ltu ra l methods, the greatest being in the harvesting o f 
grain due to the invention of the reaper. Among the f i r s t  was one made 
by Hussey in 1833 and McCormick followed the next year, although he had 
been experimenting on a machine fo r  some time. Reapers were improved 
during the whole period, but i t  was not u n til 1850 that they came into 
general use. This, with the improvement o f other machinery, g rea tly  
increased the production o f small grain . Threshing machines were made 
to do much better work and a few were being run by steam. Binders were 
being tr ie d  toward the last but were not used to any extent. Nearly a l l  
farm implements, except the plow, made great advancement. Manufacturing 
establishments grew much larger and fewer in number. C ities  were grow­
ing to  considerable s ize , thus making home markets.
Cotton extended into the western part o f the south, but there was 
no marked improvement in the cu ltiva tion  or method o f handling the 
crop. I t  reached it s  maximum fo r  the period in 1856 when 4,669,000 
bales \7ere raised, 750,000 o f which were exported. The production of 
sugar was an important industry, 61,469,000 hogsheads were produced in
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a single year.
Great advancement was made in a l l  classes o f l iv e  stock. Large 
numbers o f improved ca tt le  were imported, espec ia lly  Short Horns, Ayr­
sh ire, and Jerseys. There was a better knowledge o f ca tt le  and a better 
system o f feeding and management. Cows had often  been shamefully trea t­
ed, but now they were much better cared fo r .  Swine and sheep were much 
improved. Horses were being improved a l l  the time and the c it ie s  were 
causing a demand fo r  dra ft horses. Mules were s t i l l  used on the south­
ern plantations.
The American dairy system was started, in which the farmers o f a 
community joined together to establish a creamery, cheese or butter 
factory . This is  en tire ly  American and is  the only enterprise in which 
the combined e ffo r ts  o f farmers have been long successful.
The drainage system was f i r s t  introduced soon a fte r  1830, but i t  
did not come into prominence u n til land raised in value so that i t  was 
no longer p ro fitab le  to le t  the wet land l i e  id le . Farmers were begin­
ning to learn the value o f manures and some commercial f e r t i l i z e r s  were 
being used.
During the whole period there was great land speculation, but th is  
was partly  stopped by the passage o f the Homestead Law in 1860. The 
land grants to help the building o f ra ilroads were begun in 1850. By 
the end o f the period 32,500,000 acres had been voted to th irteen  
states fo r  the construction o f 41 ra ilroads and by 1860 there were 
30,650 miles in operation. This was given the roads to  induce them to
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build westward where i t  was not se ttled , so as to  get people to  take up 
the newer lands and i t  had a great e ffe c t  in increasing the settlement 
o f the western states. In the la tte r  part o f th is  period county fa ir s  
became common and they had a great influence on improving the crops and 
stock. Until 1840 the agricu ltu ra l lite ra tu re  was mostly the account o f 
the transactions o f soc ie ties . In 1839 Congress voted #1000. fo r  the 
investigation  and co llec tion  o f agricu ltu ra l s ta t is t ic s .  This was the 
beginning o f government reports which were issued through the patent 
o f f ic e  u n til the department o f agricu lture was organized in 1862. Ag­
r icu ltu ra l news papers were becoming more common towards the close o f 
th is  period and several boohs were published.
The fourth and last period extends from the opening o f the C iv il 
war to the present time. I t  is  one o f great advancement and prosperity 
in nearly every lin e  o f agriculture as w e ll as in other occupations.
The war reduced the number o f laborers and th is  gave a greater demand 
fo r  machines so that the same work could be done with less labor. This 
demand was la rge ly  supplied and many inventions o f various hinds rapid­
ly  came into p ractica l use. The e ffe c ts  o f the war were not so grea tly  
f e l t  in the north, as these machines made i t  possible fo r  a less number 
o f men to do a greater amount of worh, so the productions were not much 
reduced, and the waste o f the war created good marhets fo r  most agricu l­
tu ra l products. In the south they suffered much more. The blochade shut 
o f f  th e ir  fo re ign  market, a larger per cent o f th e ir  able bodied men 
had to  go into the serv ice , and they suffered grea tly  from the ravages
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f  war. Their labor and fin an cia l system were destroyed. As they were 
hut o f f  from th e ir  supply o f wheat from the north they had to ra ise 
orn. This has had a lasting e ffe c t  as there have been few a l l  cotton
lantations since.
The passage o f the homestead law in 1860 grea tly  increased immi­
gration . Since that time more than f iv e  m illions o f people have gained 
homes by i t .  During the f i r s t  part o f th is  period three hundred thou­
sand immigrants came to th is  country per annum and in the la tte r  part 
more thanhalf a m illion , many o f whom are engaged in agricu lture. The 
railway system was greatly  extended. Hoads were b u ilt in the west where 
there were no settlements to get the people to go into the newer por­
tions o f the country. This was done by men o f wealth who wanted to 
speculate. A large amount o f government land was also given to the 
ra ilroads to encourage th e ir extension. This gave a great stimulus to 
s e tt lin g  up the western states.
A notable fa c t in American agricu lture is  the great number o f 
medium sized farms which are usually worked by th e ir  owners. In 1880 
there were over 4,000,000 farms. Twenty-five per cent o f these con­
tained between f i f t y  and one hundred acres, forty-tw o per cent between 
one hundred and f iv e  hundred acres, and 28,500 farms o f over 1000 acres 
each. The average s ize  was 134 acres. The number farmed by owners was 
2,984,000, on shares 702,000, and leased fo r  money 322,000.
The improvement and manufacture of agricu ltu ra l machinery has had 
wonderful development. In 1860 there were #17,500,000. worth o f ma-(1 1 )
chinery manufactured. In 1880 i t  had increased to  $68,500,000. The same 
year there were 61,000 reapers and harvesters, 72,000 mowers, and 
54,000 combined machines manufactured. The binder has come into general 
use in the last f i f t e e n  years, and has greatly  e ffec ted  the manner o f 
harvesting and the amount o f small grain raised. The threshing machine 
was f i r s t  used about s ixty  years ago. I t  was very rude then consisting 
simply o f the spiked cylinder and concave. They have been so grea tly  
improved in e ffic ien cy  and the rap id ity  with which they w i l l  do the 
work that the threshing is  nearly a l l  done in a few weeks a fte r  harvest 
thus avoiding the labor o f stacking the grain. Steam engines have been 
so generally introduced that the greater part o f the threshing is done 
with them. The manner o f harvesting hay has been grea tly  changed by the 
use of machinery both reducing the labor and expense o f handling. The 
rake, tedder, and horse fork  make i t  possible to put up hay without 
having i t  exposed to the weather so long, thus improving its  qu a lity . 
Corn cu ltivators came into general use in th is  period and have been 
grea tly  improved and the method o f cu ltiva tion  considerably changed.
A l l  classes o f stock were improved. Large numbers o f fin e  ca ttle  
were imported and great attention was given to  th e ir  breeding u n til 
w ithin the last few years. The prices o f pure bred ca tt le  have o f la te  
fa lle n  grea tly  and importations have almost en tire ly  ceased. Large num­
bers o f dra ft horses o f the various breeds have also been imported and 
heavy horses s t i l l  bring a fa ir  price  though but few are imported at 
present. Some coach horses have been brought over during the last few
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years. The tro tte r  has developed wonderful speed and is  s t i l l  improving 
This is  due partly  to  inventions, "but ch ie fly  to better breeding and
management.
Agricu ltural education was started in Oberlin, Ohio, by Dr.Townson 
in 1854, and the next year an agricu ltu ra l co llege  was started at 
Cleveland, 0 ., and in 1857 at Lansing, Mich. But these were not very 
successful. In 1862 congress granted to each state scrip fo r  30,000 
acres o f land fo r  each senator and representative in congress fo r  the 
establishment o f colleges o f agricu lture and mechanic a rts . These co l­
leges have not been la rge ly  attended by agricu ltu ra l students so they 
have not had a d irect influence on agricu ltu re. The f i r s t  agricu ltu ra l 
experiment station was started in Conn, in 1875. North Carolina and 
N. J. soon follow ed. Several others were started a fte r  th is  and in 1888 
the Hatch b i l l  was passed by congress which gave to each state $15,000 
annually fo r  experimental purposes. There is  now a station in every 
state in the union and a few have two or more. They are doing a good 
and much needed work in many lin es , espec ia lly  in s c ie n t if ic  in ves ti­
gations. Science has advanced grea tly  during th is  period and i t  has 
done much fo r  agricu lture. As la te  as 1840 L ieb ig  brought to the notice 
o f farmers the importance o f chemistry and started the use o f commer­
c ia l f e r t i l i z e r s .  Chemistry has been very useful in determining the 
comparative value o f these. I t  has also been o f much service in stock 
feeding by showing the composition o f d iffe ren t foods and th e ir  d iges­
t i b i l i t y .  i t  has been o f great service in the dairy and made some rad i-
(1 3 )
cal changes In the hind and quality o f the cows hept where milk is  sol 
at creameries.
In 1888 the department o f agriculture was given more d ign ity by 
i t s  ch ie f o f f ic e r  becoming a member o f the President's cabinet. The 
annual reports o f th is  department are very valuable as they contain the 
s ta t is t ic s  co llected  from the en tire country. The greatest source o f 
education has been the agricu ltu ra l lite ra tu re . There have been many 
valuable books w ritten  but these have had a comparatively small circu­
la tion . Boohs and colleges have done much to help agricu lture, but 
papers have done more, as they have such a wide c ircu la tion  throughout 
the rural d is tr ic ts  that the mass o f the people are reached in th is  
way. The papers have gradually increased u n til in 1880 there were over 
200 and at the present time there are s t i l l  more.
Another important event was the beginning o f agricu ltu ra l organi­
zations which have grown rap id ly . The f i r s t  o f these was The Patrons o: 
Husbandry organized in 1867. These have been help fu l in an educational 
way by holding meetings at which lite ra ry  programs are given. There are 
several other organizations a l l  o f which have varied grea tly  in member­
ship at d iffe ren t times.
American agricu lture as a whole is  as good as that o f any country 
in the world. The nation has more than twice the area o f the Roman Em­
p ire  at the height o f it s  power, so the agricu lture is  quite d iffe ren t 
in d iffe ren t parts. The farmers as a class are more thoughtful and in­
te ll ig e n t  than they are in any other country, 1
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